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Coming Home to Willowmere

The motorway had been fine. It was the last twelve miles that broke her.

Lily Harper had forgotten how the landscape changed as you turned off the main road and followed the river west. The fields went soft. The hedgerows thickened. Villages appeared between the hills the way they always had, tucked and unhurried, as though they had never heard of urgency and saw no reason to start. She had driven this road dozens of times as a girl, pressed against the window of her mother's old Renault, watching the same stone walls and the same tired farmhouses go by, and the familiarity of it now was so sudden and so physical that she had to grip the steering wheel with both hands and breathe through her nose.

Two years in the city. Two years of noise and pavements and a flat that smelled faintly of the neighbours' cooking no matter how many windows she opened. Two years of managing, surviving, holding the edges together with both hands and most of her concentration. And now she was here, turning onto the Willowmere road, with a seven year old in the back seat reading a library book he'd already read three times, and a four year old beside him singing a song about a frog that had no discernible tune and no intention of ending.

The town appeared around a long bend in the road: the first glimpse of the lake, silver and still in the afternoon light, and then the familiar outline of cottages along the water's edge, their pale walls catching the late June sun, and beyond them the church tower and the roofline of the village hall, and the little high street with its hanging baskets and its cheerful, impractical optimism about English summers.

Lily exhaled.

She had told herself she would not feel anything. She had spent a lot of time telling herself things like that.

"Are we there?" Toby asked, abandoning the frog song in favour of something more pressing. He had been asking this question at intervals since the outskirts of Bristol.

"Nearly," Lily said. "Two minutes."

"You said two minutes before."

"I meant it more this time."

Ben looked up from his book. He was doing what he had been doing for most of the journey: watching her face in the mirror with those careful grey eyes of his, measuring things she could never quite identify. He was seven years old and already an expert in her emotions. She found it heartbreaking and wonderful in equal parts.

"Is it nice?" he asked. "Where we're going."

"I think so," Lily said. "I used to love it here when I was your age."

"Before you left."

"Yes. Before I left."

There was a pause while Ben considered this, and then he went back to his book, and Toby resumed the frog song at a slightly higher volume, and Lily turned off the main road and drove them all down towards the lake.

•  •  •
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The cottage was at the far end of Lakeside Lane, past the three larger houses that faced the water directly and the old boat shed that had been converted into a pottery studio sometime in the last decade. It was small and white and slightly overgrown, with a garden that had clearly decided to manage itself during the months it had stood empty. The gate listed at an angle. The kitchen window had a crack in the lower pane that someone had taped with clear tape and then forgotten about. The front path was made of old flags, and between them the grass had grown thick and green and entirely confident of its right to be there.

Lily parked on the lane and sat for a moment, looking at it.

It was nothing like the flat in Bristol. It was nothing like the house she and Tom had rented in those first two years of marriage, the one with the lovely garden they had made plans for and the dining room they had talked about painting a deep teal blue. It was nothing like any version of the future she had imagined for herself.

It was, however, a roof. It was cheap enough, rented to her by Margaret Holt, who had been friends with Lily's mother and who had accepted three months in advance with a kindness that Lily still found difficult to think about without her throat tightening. And it was here, in Willowmere, which was the only place she had left that still felt like it might hold her gently while she worked out what came next.

"I like it," Toby announced, pressing his nose against the car window.

"Do you?" Lily said.

"It looks like a house in a story."

She thought: yes. That is exactly what it looks like. She did not say so.

Ben climbed out of the car and stood on the lane, looking at the cottage with an expression she could not quite read. He had his father's way of going still when he was thinking. Tom had done that, gone very quiet and very internal, and you would not know what he had been working out until he said it, sometimes hours later, calm and clear, as though no time had passed at all. Ben did the same thing. It used to comfort her and now it caught her off guard, repeatedly, in supermarkets and at breakfast tables and apparently on this lane in Willowmere in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon.

"Come on," Lily said, sounding more cheerful than she felt. "Let's see inside."

•  •  •
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The inside was better than the outside promised. The rooms were small but not mean. The sitting room had a low fireplace and windows that looked out over the lane towards the water, and if you pressed your face to the leftmost pane and squinted, you could see a long sliver of the lake between the neighbouring cottages, silver and particular and entirely its own. The kitchen was old but had a solid table and enough worktop space to be functional. The stairs were steep and wooden and the treads creaked on alternate steps, which Toby discovered with immense satisfaction and demonstrated six times in quick succession.

Upstairs there were two bedrooms. The larger one had a view of the back garden, which was more garden than the front and less confidently overgrown, with an old apple tree that was already in the first stages of whatever it did in summer. Lily had looked at this room on the letting listing and thought: the boys can share this. She had thought it three more times since then, in various states of exhaustion and conviction. Now she stood in the doorway and thought it again.

She took the smaller room for herself. It faced the lane.

They had the car to unload. Lily had packed with grim efficiency: clothes, books, the boys' things, the kitchen box, the box labelled IMPORTANT that contained documents and charging cables and a spare key and, without her quite meaning to include it, the small framed photograph of Tom that usually lived on her bedside table. She had not opened that box yet. She was keeping that one for later.

By five o'clock they had the basics in. Toby had identified the best spot for his stuffed rabbit and his collection of smooth river pebbles, which he considered a serious treasure. Ben had arranged his books on the windowsill with the careful deliberateness of someone establishing a territory. Lily had made up both their beds and found the kettle and located the nearest socket and made the first cup of tea in the cottage, which she drank standing at the kitchen window, looking out at the overgrown garden and the apple tree and trying, with moderate success, to feel something other than frightened.

•  •  •
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She was back at the car fetching the last box when she heard the door of the neighbouring cottage open.

She did not look up immediately. She had the box in both arms and was navigating the leaning gate with her hip, and by the time she had managed this and straightened up, he was already standing on his own front path, and it was too late to look anywhere else.

Jack Miller.

He was older, of course. She had known he would be. He was thirty one now, if she had counted correctly, and the four years between them that had once felt enormous were barely legible in the face of the man who stood regarding her across the low stone wall that separated their gardens. He was taller than she remembered, or perhaps she had simply stopped thinking of him as particularly tall. His hair was darker, a little long at the collar. He was wearing a faded work shirt with the sleeves rolled back and carrying a mug of something, and he had that look on his face, the one she had spent considerable portions of her teenage years finding infuriating, that quiet, measuring look that suggested he was working something out and had every intention of finishing before he spoke.

Then his expression shifted.

"Lily Harper," he said. Not a question.

"Jack Miller," she said. She kept her voice level. She was good at keeping her voice level.

A beat.

"I heard you might be coming back," he said.

"Willowmere's efficient that way."

"Always was." He looked at her, then at the box in her arms, then at the cottage behind her. "The Holt place."

"Yes."

"It's been empty a while. The garden needs some work."

"Thank you," Lily said pleasantly. "I hadn't noticed."

The corner of his mouth moved. Just slightly. "How many boxes?"

"This is the last one."

"Right." He did not move. "You managed the gate all right?"

"I did."

"It's a bit worse than it looks."

"I noticed that too," Lily said. "While I was managing it."

There was another pause. In the old days, their conversations had rarely lasted long before one of them said something that required an answer the other found unacceptable, and it would tip sideways into argument, quick and sharp and not entirely unenjoyable. She had been the better debater, technically. She had the certificates to prove it, though she was aware that Jack had contested the results of the under sixteens with a rigour that she had found simultaneously maddening and impressive. She wondered whether that was still in him, that particular quality, that very quiet
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